Selective Membrane Separations for Ammonia
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Membranes made of crosslinked block copolymers of styrene and sulfonated styrene are

over one hundred times more permeable to ammonia than to nitrogen and hydrogen. This
selectivity, measured with mixed gases, is the same as that expected from the fluxes of pure
gases, i.e., the actual selectivity is within experimental error the same as the ideal selectivity.

The membranes may find application in separating the outlet stream of the Haber process

reactor.

Background. The basis for the “Green Revolution” in food production is still ammonia produced
by the 1909 Haber process. In this process, nitrogen and hydrogen react over a ruthenium-
promoted iron catalyst at 180 bar and 400°C. The high temperature, necessary for rapid Kinetics,
restricts the conversion to around 20 percent. As a result, the product gases are typically cooled
to 10°C to condense the ammonia and allow nitrogen and hydrogen to be recycled. Significant
amounts of nitrogen and hydrogen also dissolve in the liqguid ammonia complicating further
processing.

As a result, many have suggested separating the ammonia from the mixed product gases
using a membrane. Several membranes show promise, including cellulose acetate™?, polyvinyl-
ammonium thiocyante®*, and polyperfluorosulfonates (e.g., Nafion®. These membranes
operate by a diffusion-solubility mechanism known to exist for ammonia for over one hundred

years. Such membranes do show much higher permeabilities for ammonia than for other gases;



that is, they have an ideal selectivity of over one thousand. However, when these membranes are
fed with mixed gases, the actual selectivity is modest, less than ten.

In this work we extend knowledge gained in this earlier work to make a new membrane
based on polystyrene-co-styrene sulfonate.® Crosslinked films of this membrane retain the ideal

selectivity when fed with mixed gases.

Results. The experiments in this work are based on membranes 50-150 pum thick mounted in the
diaphragm cell shown in Figure 1(a). This cell consists of two compartments separated by a

membrane. The top, “donating” compartment initially contains gases at high pressure. The
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Figure 1. Results with Pure Gases. The experiments use the diaphragm cells shown in (a). In
this cell, the pressure in the receiving solution, which is initially zero, is measured vs. time. For
a Nafion membrane shown in (b), the ammonia pressure rises more than one hundred times faster
than that of hydrogen or nitrogen.



contents of the bottom, “receiving” compartment depend on the particular experiment. For

experiments with one gas, the bottom compartment contains all but one of the gases in the top
compartment. In these mixed-gas experiments, all but one of the gases are at the same partial
pressures on both sides of the membrane. Experiments with one gas are exemplified by the

results for 130 um Nafion membranes in Figure 1(b). The data show that ammonia is much

more permeable than the other gases. Indeed, the ideal selectivity is over 1000:1.

The results for mixed gases, shown in Figure 2, give a more complex and more

interesting result. For Nafion, the promise of the pure gas experiments in Figure 1(b) is lost, as

shown by the data in Figure 2(a). In this figure, the mixed gas data show a selectivity of about
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Figure 2. Results with Mixed Gases. Nafion membranes, shown in (a), show almost no

selectivity when fed with mixed gases. Block copolymer membranes, shown in (b) retain a

selectivity of over 100.



2:1, a shadow of the ideal selectivity of 1000:1. In sharp contrast, for the block copolymer, the
selectivity for ammonia in mixed gases remains over 100, as shown in Figure 2(b). The block
copolymer membrane is successful.

We are not sure why this is so. We recognize that the promise of ideal selectivity is often
not realized and that this disappointment is especially well studied for carbon dioxide-methane
separations.”® We originally thought that because the block copolymer membranes are tightly
crosslinked, they would swell less in ammonia than Nafion does, but we cannot measure any
difference. We can see no major changes in the SAXS patterns for the two systems. However,
while we do not definitively know why the block copolymer membrane works, it does. It keeps

its ideal selectivity and works well.
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